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Let It Go 
 
Lying on his deathbed, Seymour says to Sheldon, “Sheldon, I’m dying and I have to go with a clear conscience. 
You’re my partner, and I want you to know that I’m the one who stole the $150,000 from the safe. I’m the one 
who sold our secret formula to our competitors. And I’m the one who blackballed you at the country club.” To 
which Sheldon replies,  “Seymour, who do you think gave you the poison?”  Sometimes a confession comes too 
late, but not today. This is our communal day of confession, trying to make right what we’ve done wrong so that 
we can do better in the future. Today we fend off the poison that destroys us, the weight of our transgressions 
and the attendant guilt and shame that come with them. 
 
Maimonides wrote in the Mishneh Torah (Repentance 2:9) that the act of teshuvah, or return, and Yom Kippur 
only atone for transgressions between man and God, such as one who eats a forbidden food. But transgressions 
between man and his fellow, such as hurting his fellow, or cursing his fellow, or stealing from him, those are 
never forgiven until he gives his fellow what he owes him, and his fellow is appeased. Even if he returned the 
money he owed his fellow, he must appease him and ask him to forgive him. Even if he only perturbed his 
fellow verbally, he must make amends and meet with him until he forgives him. If his fellow does not wish to 
forgive him, he should bring a line of three people who are friends with him and they will approach him and ask 
forgiveness from him. If he does not give in to them, he must bring people a second and third time. If he still 
does not give in, they should leave him alone, and that person who did not forgive – he is the sinner. 
 
In other words, if the penitent is truly sorry and making teshuvah but the apology is not accepted, it becomes a 
grudge that the wronged holds against the one who was once at fault. Holding onto a grudge is like drinking 
poison and thinking it’s going to kill the other person. It harms the grudge-holder much more than it harms the 
one who has made real repentance. 
 
It is sometimes easier to give an apology than to accept an apology.  Here is a story from the Babylonian 
Talmud (Taanit 20a:16-20b:3): Our Rabbis have taught: ... A person should always be soft like a reed and not 
hard like a cedar. It once happened that R. Eleazar the son of R. Simeon was coming from Migdal Gedor, from 
the house of his teacher, and he was riding his donkey by the river and he felt a great happiness and full of 
himself because he had studied a lot of Torah. A particularly ugly man happened upon him and said to him, 
Peace be upon you, Rabbi, yet Rabbi Eleazar did not respond in kind. He said to him, “Good for nothing! How 
ugly this man is! Are all the people of your city as ugly as you are?” The man said: “I do not know, but go and 
tell the artisan who made me, how ugly is the vessel which you have made.” When Rabbi Eleazar 
acknowledged, in his gut, that he had done wrong he got down from his donkey and prostrated himself before 
the man and said to him, “I submit myself to you; forgive me.” The man said to him: “I will not forgive you 
until you go to the artisan that created me and tell him: How ugly is the vessel that you created.” Rabbi Eleazar 
walked behind him until he reached his city. When his fellow citizens came out to meet him greeting him with 
the words, ‘Peace be upon you Rabbi and teacher,’ the man asked them, ‘Who are you calling Rabbi, Rabbi’? 
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They replied, ... ‘The man who is walking behind you.’ He said to them: ‘If this man is a Rabbi, may there not 
be any more like him in Israel!’ They asked him: ‘Why’? He replied: ‘He did such and such to me.' They said to 
him: ‘Nevertheless, forgive him, for he is a man of great Torah learning.’ The man replied: ‘For your sake I will 
forgive him, but only if he does not make a habit of acting this way.’ Immediately, R. Eleazar son of R. Simeon 
entered [the Beit Midrash] and expounded, A man should always be soft like a reed and not hard like a cedar. 
And for this reason the reed merited that it should be made a quill for the writing of the Torah scroll, tefillin and 
mezuzot. 
 
On Yom Kippur, when we ask for forgiveness from the artisan who created every one of us in the divine image, 
we ought also to be soft like a reed. When we hold a grudge, we have no standing to ask others to forgive us. 
Just as one who has been wronged wants justice and one who has done wrong wants mercy, we are all both, all 
the time. 
 
Yom Kippur is a time to let go of wrongs we’ve committed and wrongs committed against us. Letting go does 
not mean giving up, it means making room for another’s imperfections alongside our own.  
 
A customer walked into a very busy butcher's shop. Looking at the meat and poultry on display, the customer 
suddenly grabbed hold of a chicken, picked up one wing, sniffed it, picked up the other wing and sniffed it, 
picked up one leg, sniffed it, picked up the other leg, sniffed it. Just as the customer finished sniffing the second 
leg, the butcher cried out “Just a moment! Could you pass such a test?"  
 
How quick we are to condemn the faults in others while ignoring our own, for it makes us feel superior to know 
that at least we are not as bad as  that  person. Consider how many point to us and say the same. On Yom Kippur 
we tend to ourselves and confess to God, side by side with others, accepting that all have transgressed. Each 
alone must do the work to clean our own chickens, worthy to pass inspection. 
 
One of the most vivid symbols in our tradition is fire. We began our worship last night with twin festival 
candles, and will conclude this evening with the braided candle of havdalah, marking the separation between the 
sacredness of Yom Kippur and the ordinariness of the weekday to come.  Our very Torah, the core of Jewish 
tradition, is compared to fire. The prophet Jeremiah (23:29a) taught: ׁש ְנֻאם־ְיהָו֑ה׃ י ָּכֵא֖ ה ְדָבִר֛  ,Behold  - ֲה֨לֹוא ֹכ֧
declares the Eternal, My word is like fire. 
 
Some days the flames of our spiritual selves are bright and full, other days they are doused by disappointment 
and frustration.  At times the fires of anger rage in our souls as we allow ourselves to be consumed by the 
wrongs done to us by others. At times the fiery swords of others’ anger is aimed at us for the wrongs we have 
done. 
 
On Yom Kippur we tend to our spiritual flames, individually and communally. Fire has the capacity to warm 
and to destroy, and we take this day of introspection to focus on ways to ensure that every flame we fan is for 
brightness and illumination rather than destruction. 
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As we sit quietly and peacefully in this sanctuary, much of our world is on fire. So much poison is being 
ingested as we bear grudges and refuse to let go of pain that is unworthy of our attention. In this new year let us 
do more to extinguish the conflagrations around us and to be the antidote to an all-consuming toxicity.  
 
Today is the day let for letting go, for moving forward, for embracing our collective imperfection.  Today we 
ask for mercy by being merciful, we ask for forgiveness by forgiving others, we do the sacred work of teshuvah 
by returning to the core of who we are.  We were fashioned in the image of God but are less than God. Yet we 
can be better than we have been, if we let go. 
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